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Although there are many wonderful poems in this anthology, here’s a
selection of five to use with children that particularly showcase a range of
rhythm and rhyme...as well as being great to perform!
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Syllable stress

Rhythm and Rhyme
Both rhythm and rhyme affect the sound and overall impact of a piece of poetry.
Rhyme is the repetition of a matching syllable sound either at the end of a line
(external rhyme) or within a line (internal rhyme) giving the poem a certain
‘musical quality’. The rhyme scheme can affect the interpretation of a poem in many
ways. It can:
•
•
•
•

Act as unifier, linking ideas or adding a sense of harmony
Give a poem an incantatory quality
Emphasise a particular word or idea
Create a musical quality, making the poem pleasant to the ear...or it can be
jarring and startling
• Provide a bold opening or a sense of finality to a poem
• Affect the mood and tone of a poem
Working out a rhyme scheme is easy and is done by assigning a letter of the alphabet
to the end of a line of poetry with the same letter for those lines that rhyme.
For example, the beginning of Benjamin Zephaniah’s Football Mad would look
something like this:

Oh no, bless my soul!
Clever Trevor’s scored a goal
So he runs up the pitch
And wriggles his botty,
His is kissed by ten men
All sweaty and snotty,

a
a
b
c
d
c

Couplets are pairs of lines that
rhyme, as seen in the first two lines
of ‘Football Mad’. Couplets tend to
create a bold and assertive effect.
They are useful when a poet wants to
convey a strong message or create a
sense of buoyancy or comedy.

Rhythm is the beat of a poem, giving the poem movement, life and feeling and
is one of the key features that sets poetry apart from any other form of writing.
Rhythm is created through using syllable stress, emphatic stress, phrasing and
punctuation, and metre.

Words possess their own natural rhythms which we use every time we utter them. For example,
look at the word ‘awesome’. When we pronounce this word, the emphasis is on the first syllable
rather the last, while the four syllable word ‘absolutely’ has the emphasis on the first and third
syllable.

Have fun: Give the children a range of words varying in syllabic length and ask
them to identify where the stress is. Then ask them to change the stress around.
What’s the outcome? Does it change the meaning in any way?

Emphatic stress

This is when a poet has chosen to place emphasis on a particular word or phrase. The stress might
be shifted to reinforce a particular mood or meaning. For example, in Michael Rosen’s The Rhythm
of Life the emphasis is on the word ‘hand’ at the beginning of each couplet, urging the reader to use
their hand to feel the rhythms of life: ‘Hand on the bridge feel the rhythm of the train.’

Phrasing and punctuation

Choices such as word order, line length, verse length, punctuation marks – or lack of – can all
influence the rhythm of a poem. It can be regular or uneven, gentle or harsh, fast or slow.

Metre

The metre of a poem is the regular number of syllables in a line of verse and the stress pattern
within it.
Rhythm can reflect ideas in a poem, mimic the sound of something else, affect mood and
tone or be used to emphasise particular words.

Important!
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With all the poems, it is important that you spend time setting the scene before analysing the poem.
Spend time reading the poem to yourself, aloud, in pairs, groups or as a whole class – loudly and
quietly. Introduce any unusual vocabulary beforehand and don’t forget to have fun tapping or
clapping the beat of each poem so that the children get a sense of the rhythm of each one.

The Rhythm of Life
by Michael Rosen

About the poet
Michael Rosen was born in 1946 in Harlow, Middlesex. From a young age he enjoyed
acting and writing, particularly poetry. He initially studied medicine at university, but
quickly swapped to study English Language and Literature instead. After university he
worked for the BBC and published his first children’s book in 1974 and has never looked
back. An extremely popular award-winning children’s author and poet, he has written
over 140 books and poems for children and was Children’s Laureate 2007–2009.

Overview
An incantatory poem that urges the reader to use their hand to feel the rhythms of the
world around them and within them.

Before reading
Feel your pulse and then tap out the beat. How would you describe the beat it makes?
How does listening to the beat make you feel?
Put your hand around your own throat and start talking. What can you say about the
way the vibrations feel on your throat?
Put your hand in a bucket of water. How does it compare to putting your hand under a
tap of running water. How would you describe the differences in feeling?
Put your hand on your stomach and feel the way you breathe. How would you describe
the rhythm of your breathing?
Which of the rhythms did you like most and why?
How important a part in our life do you think rhythm plays?
What do you imagine as you read this poem?

Focus: Couplets
Incantatory rhythm

Things to talk about

After reading

What does the rhythm of the poem remind you of? How would you describe the
rhythm?

Turn the poem into a choral piece, adding actions. The children could be split
up into groups, each taking a verse and then chanting the last verse as a whole
class. Or you could chant it as a round. What musical instruments would lend
themselves to beating out each verse? Experiment and repeat the chant with
music. Can you think of other rhythms in life that you could stop and feel? Add
these as a couplet to the poem or write your own Rhythms of Life poem.

The word ‘hand’ is stressed when you read the poem aloud. Why do you think the
poet has chosen to emphasise this word?
The poet could be urging the reader to use their hand to become aware of 		
the world around them.
How is the poem like a chant? Why do you think the poet chose to write the poem
in this way?
Regular predictive rhythm, short line length, use of couplets and repetition 		
of the words ‘hand’ and ‘feel’. The chant has a spiritual connotation and is 		
very memorable.
What does it mean to you when the poet ends with ‘Hand on your life feel the
rhythm of time’? Why do you think he has repeated this section three times?
It could be to take notice of the world around you, to stop for a moment 		
and absorb.
Which is your favourite couplet and why?
Look at the rhyme scheme. What do you notice? What effect does rhyming the
even-numbered lines have?
It gives an echo-like quality to the poem and links the stanzas, giving a 		
sense of harmony.

From a Railway Carriage
by Robert Louis Stevenson

About the poet
Born in Edinburgh in 1850, Robert Louis Stevenson was, as a child, something of an
outsider mainly due to recurrent long bouts of illness which confined him in his bed.
He adored being read to while ill and passed away the time writing stories. Although
Stevenson is probably most famous as a novelist, his most famous works being Treasure
Island and The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, he was also an essayist, travel writer
and poet. His most famous book of poetry is A Child’s Garden of Verses which includes
From a Railway Carriage.

Overview
Through mimicking the rhythm of a speeding train, Stevenson is able to transport the
reader onto an exciting and thrilling railway journey – a relatively new and magical
phenomena in his day that was transforming the way people viewed the world. He
describes what he sees from the window as the train charges by.

Before reading
Listen to the sound of a steam train. Clap out the rhythm. What do you notice about it?
Was the rhythm regular or did it change? Was it fast or slow? What do you imagine when
you hear the sound? Now look at a video clip of a steam train. What are your impressions
of it? Write down five noun phrases on five separate pieces of paper of what you notice in
the video clip – perhaps describing what you see or hear e.g. ‘loud noise’. Ask the children
to put the pieces of paper on the floor and use the words to create a sensory picture or
poem of the train.
What do you imagine as you read this poem?

Focus: Rhythm
Rhyming couplets

Things to talk about
Who do you think is narrating the poem?
What do you think the narrator thinks of the train and his
train journey? Why do you say that?
Whose viewpoint is the poem told from?
Where do you imagine yourself when you read this poem?
What does the alliteration of the ‘f ’ sound suggest about the train?
The use of the soft phoneme f recreates the sound the train might make as it cuts
through the wind as it travels. The repetition of the f sound also makes it seem as 		
though the train is moving quickly.
Why do you think he compares the train to a fairy or a witch? What might he be trying to
suggest about the train?
The poet could be suggesting how magical the train ride is, as well as highlighting 		
how it appears to have supernatural powers because of its speed.
What does the word ‘charging along like troops in battle’ suggest about the train?
The simile highlights how powerful the train is. It is a formidable mode of 			
transport.
What words or phrases make the train sound frantic and fast?
Charging along like troops in a battle, fly as thick as driving rain, in the wink of 		
an eye, painted stations whistle by, each a glimpse.
What impression do you get of life outside of the railway carriage?
It is a lot slower than the train. Horses and cattle are in a meadow, a tramp 			
‘stands and gazes’ and a cart is ‘lumping along’. The contrast emphasises the
speed of the train.
When you read the poem aloud, which words do you think have the most emphasis?
What do you notice about the rhythm of the poem?
It mimics the rhythm of a train moving along the tracks, slows down on the sixth 		
line before picking up speed again.
What do you notice about the rhyme scheme?
In rhyming couplets, with each couplet comprising a snapshot of what he sees 		
from the carriage.
Which is your favourite snapshot from the train? Why do you say that?
Have you ever made a train journey? What was it like?

After reading
Look at what the poet sees from the train window. What does he see that you still
might see today? What might you not see anymore? If Stevenson was writing the
poem today, what might he see instead from the carriage window? Keeping the
same rhythm, rewrite the poem with a modern day slant. Alternatively write your
own transport poem, mimicking the sound of your chosen mode of transport as
much as you possibly can. You could read The Food Train by Julia Donaldson from
the same anthology as a comparison and for some good starting ideas. Perform the
finished work for an audience with projected images of transport and travel on a
backdrop to add to the atmosphere!

Football Crazy
by Benjamin Zephaniah

About the poet
Born in Birmingham in 1958, Benjamin Zephaniah started creating ‘street politics’ poetry
from a young age since he was not inspired by the poetry he encountered at school.
Although he loved his home city and his home city loved him, he headed for London
when he was twenty-two in order to reach a wider audience and soon found himself
becoming part of the new wave of celebrated dub or performance poets. Fifteen years
after the publication of his initial book of poetry, he wrote the phenomenally successful
Talking Turkeys (1995) for children. He has since gone on to write four novels aimed
at young adults including Face and Refugee Boy. Zephaniah believes that working with
human rights groups, animal rights groups and other political organisations means he
will never lack subject matter. He now spends most of his time in Beijing, China.

Overview
A poem that comically ridicules the overly dramatic, egotistical antics of footballers on
the pitch and the immorality of their wages.

Before reading
Watch a selection of clips of footballers ‘displaying’ after having scored a goal. Ask the
children what they think of the footballers’ different reactions. Give the children the
name of a footballer and ask them to find out how much each footballer earns. Find out
how much the average wage is in Britain or look at a series of professions and the wages
they attract. Compare two figures and debate whether footballers deserve their wages:
‘Is it fair footballers get fancy finance?’ You could go one step further and investigate
when and why footballers’ wages changed.

Focus: Comic verse
Alternate line rhyme
Rhyming couplets

Things to talk about
What do you think the poet thinks of footballers? What words or phrases
does the poet use that makes you say this?
Look at the title of the poem. What could be the different interpretations of the word ‘mad’?
On one hand the mad could refer to someone who is a huge fan of football, but it 		
could also refer to the idiotic antics of the footballer or it could refer to the angry 		
feelings of the poet towards the immorality of his pay.
Which words or phrases suggest the poet is making fun of the footballer?
There’s quite a lot here, but here are two for starters: ‘clever’ used sarcastically, 		
colloquial use of ‘wriggles his botty’.
Do you think the poet thinks Trevor is really ‘clever’?
When do you say ‘Oh no’? What does the ‘Oh no...’ suggest about the
way the poet feels about Trevor having scored a goal?
He is not looking forward to seeing the antics of the footballer.
Which line do you think mocks the footballer most?
When does the poem begin to get a more serious edge?
What does the repetition of the question ‘Now what’s he doing?’ suggest about the way the
poet views the footballer?
Strengthens the poet’s sense of disbelief at the stupid things the footballer is doing.
What does the fast rhythm add to the poem?
Adds to the comic tone of the poem, adds a certain exasperation to the poet’s voice at
the footballer’s stupid behaviour and suggests how superficial and false the footballer’s
actions are as he quickly flits from one antic to another.
What do you think of the footballer’s behaviour in this poem? How fair is Zephaniah’s
depiction?
What does Zephaniah suggest is the real motivation for the footballer?
What words would you use to describe the behaviour of the footballer in this poem?
Why do you think the poet ended with the rhyming couplet?
The rhyming couplet not only gives a sense of finalisation, but highlights a very
contentious point about a footballer’s wages, particularly since the reader has seen 		
how silly, childish and histrionic his behaviour is.
When you read the poem, what words do you put the emphasis or stress? What does this add
to the meaning of the poem?
When I read the poem, I tend to put an emphasis on the final word of the line which,
for me, adds a certain sense of heightened incredulity at the footballer’s behaviour.

Things to do
Arm yourself with a video camera and a football and go outside to record a
re-enactment of the poem. You could have a crowd cheering clever Trevor
and his football mates. Whilst the action is taking place one person, or a
group, could commentate with the poem.

The Dinosaur Rap
by John Foster

About the poet
Born in 1941 near Carlisle, John Foster always wanted to be a writer since he was a
child. He taught English for nearly twenty years before finally achieving his ambition of
becoming a full-time writer and has so far written twelve poetry books. He has compiled
almost 200 poetry anthologies too!

Overview
A jaunty, comical rap poem inviting the reader to join in and dance with the dinosaurs.

Before reading
Show the children pictures of the following dinosaurs: a T-Rex, apatosaurus,
stegosaurus, iguanodon, allosaurus, triceratops and an ankylosaurus. Ask the children
to imagine how they think each dinosaur might dance. What words would they use to
describe the way each dinosaur would dance? How might they each do it differently?
How does the look of the dinosaur affect the way you think it might move? Play a little
bit of music, assign each child a dinosaur and have a dinosaur disco, acting out the
dance movements from each.

Focus: Chorus
Assonance

Things to talk about

Things to do

How does this poem make you feel when you read it?

Dress up as dinosaurs and perform the poem adding dance movements.
The chorus could be recited by all the class with the verses split up between
the dinosaur types.

Underline the sound words in the poem. How might you say
these words when you read the poem aloud?
What actions does each dinosaur make? What does the way each one dances suggest about
their character? How do the movements of the poet’s dinosaurs compare with the ones you
thought of earlier?
Do any of the dinosaurs remind you of anyone? Which dinosaur would you associate
yourself most with?
Look at the chorus. In what ways is it inviting and encouraging you to join in?
Uses imperative verbs. It tells the reader from the outset to ‘Come on’ and ‘Do’ and 		
repeats ‘Let’s hear you’ addressing the reader directly.
How would you describe the atmosphere at the dinosaur dance?
Underline the verbs in the poem. How might you act these out as the poem is read?
As you read the poem, which sounds did you like the most? Why was that?
How would you describe the rhythm of the poem?
Upbeat, joyful, like a song.
What does the inclusion of a chorus add to the poem?
Makes it sound like a song and encourages everyone to join in.
Underline the words that rhyme. What do you notice? What effect does have it on the
mood of the poem?

poem.

Examples of internal rhyme: ‘whirling, twirling’, ‘thump and clump’, ‘thrashes and 		
lashes’, ‘Clomping...stomping’ – adding further to the fun and bouncy rhythm of the 		

Which words suggest the heaviness of the dinosaurs?
Thump, clump, clomping, clumping and stomping.

The Blind Dog
by Clare Bevan

About the poet
Ever since she was a child, Clare Bevan has always wanted to be writer. Initially though
she was a teacher, but she never lost sight of her childhood ambition. Her first novel was
published in 1989 and since then she has written prolifically for children – stories, plays
and poetry. She enjoys acting, reading and walking and never goes anywhere without her
trusty notebook.

Overview
Using the example of a blind dog, the poet shows there are different ways of ‘seeing’ things
other than through our eyes.

Before reading
Think about how much humans rely on their sight. Blindfold pupils and ask them to
describe what they can ‘see’ from using their other senses. Alternatively, the children
could work in pairs (one blindfolded and the other not) and one leads the other around
the school. Or you could keep the activity class-based and, still working in the same pair
arrangement, the child without the blindfold places a variety of scents in front of the nose
of their blindfolded partner, one at a time. How many of the scents can the blindfolded
child identify?
Next, consider how human senses compare to the senses of insects and mammals in the
animal kingdom. How does a human rate on each sensory scale? For example, which
insects or mammals have better or worse hearing than a human? Why do you think
humans, on the whole, have duller senses than animals?

Focus: Imagery
Nuances of meaning

Things to talk about
Who do you think the ‘My kindly human...’ is?
What does the word ‘My’ suggest about their relationship?
The word ‘My’ suggests that the human belongs to the dog.
How does the blind dog feel about his situation?
Proud. The dog knows he has a clever nose and gently mocks the pity his human
shows him and the lack of awareness the human has regarding the dog’s superior
powers of scent. It is the dog that feels sorry for the human!
Look at the connotations behind the different words for scent. Which are pleasant and
unpleasant and which are you unsure? Which of the words has the strongest and weakest
suggested of scent? For example, which might smell stronger – a tang or a whiff?
What do you think the ‘insults left’ by the tom cat are?
Why might the smell of the gravy ‘call’ to the dog? Is there any food smell that has that
effect on you?
Which smell do you think the dog enjoys sniffing the most? Why do you say that?
Which scent image do you think is the most vivid? Why do you say that?
Find three examples of alliteration. Read the poem aloud emphasising the alliteration.
What effect does it have?
The hard, short plosive alliteration of ‘perfumed path’, ‘dustbin day’ and ‘broken
bird’ adds to the staccato rhythm of the poem which imitates the way a dog might
sniff in the scents around him.
How would you describe the rhythm of the poem?
What do you notice about the rhyme scheme?
It begins and ends with a rhyming couplet and follows aa bb pattern throughout.
This gives a pleasing sound effect when read aloud, showing how pleased the dog is
with himself.
Can you spot the difference between the beginning and final couplet? How does the
change in punctuation alter the meaning and intention?
The language of both couplets is the same, but the first couplet has an ellipsis 		
following ‘see’ highlighting that he is now going to list what it is he sees. The 		
final couplet has a hyphen before ‘I see’ – emphasising the two words and
showing the dog positively affirming that he is not blind at all.
Who do you think the dog is addressing?

Things to do
The mix of sounds in this poem is really wonderful. Read the poem aloud quite
a few times and really chew and overemphasise the syllables and words. What
sounds or words lend themselves to being overemphasised? Ask the children to
think about ways in which the poem might best be performed. What actions or
pictures might they put with the images?

After reading
• Start a poetry band!

Using different percussion instruments, beat
out the rhythm of the poems. How does 		
each poem differ? Where is the emphasis or
stress? Can you layer a melody over the
beats? What happens when you combine 		
more than one poetry beat?

• Poetry performance

Ask the children to pick another poem from
the anthology and prepare a performance
of it for the class. The children could work
individually, in pairs or small groups.

• Same difference?

Compare two or more of the poems and 		
discuss their similarities and differences.
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